DEER TRAPPING ON SWAN ISLAND. RICHMOND, MAINE#
by Stephen E. Powell
Why trap deer and turn them loose in other areas?
one reason for this.

Let me give you

Take, for example, the Swan Island Game Management Area, which is
located in the Kennebec River on the headwaters of Merrymeeting Bay, It
has an area of some 1400 acres. At high tide, about 50$ of the area is
covered by partially cut-over pine, beech, and maple forest. The remain
ing portion is almost equally divided between cultivated and abandoned
land. This area had a minimum known deer herd of 173 animals in the fall
of 1947.
The location of the Island and the laws governing it at the time made
it impossible to harvest these animals by shooting.
Furthermore, public
opinion was against any method of controlling these animals other than
live trapping and transplanting.
During the summer months several hundred campers and naturalists
visit the Island and see fat does with their fawns feeding knee deep in
ladino clover and winter rye planted as goose pasture and remark, wWhat
a wonderful s i g h t s Very few of them see these same deer in late February
with the snow up to their middles trying to reach the ever-receding green
growth on the cedar trees.
Until the current year we were fortunate in the last few winters to
have had very little snow, thus enabling these animals to grub out a
living in the fields. The amount of clover and grain planted on the
Island will take care of at least 200 animals during the summer months
and possibly half that number during the winter provided it is available,
which means not covered with more than two or three inches of snow. In
Maine this year we have had over 100 inches of snow in our part of the
State and much more farther north. When the fields were not available
as a source of food we have had to cut browse to sustain the deer, and
even then some died of starvation.
We began the experimental trapping of deer in the late fall of 1947
and were taking animals regularly in early 1943. We have used several
types of traps but finally settled on a wooden box trap similar to the
type used years ago in this country to box-trap rabbits. Details of the
traps and trapping operation will be pointed out during the showing of
a film at the conclusion of this paper. By using these methods we have
had less than a two per cent casualty in animals handled. During the
last two years our Inland Fish and Game Wardens have cooperated by trans
porting and releasing trapped deer.
Michigan found it impossible to save starving deer by transferring
them to better food nearby (l). They would return to their depleted
areas immediately from up to 20 miles.
From our records we have not
found this to be true in its entirety. We have trapped and released
233 deer during the last four years. Seventeen of these animals were
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released less than 10 miles from the Island. To date we have no evi
dence of any of them. However, Buck #153 released January 2, 1951,
8 miles east of the Island in the town of Dresden was shot November
7,1951, in the town of Richmond some 4 miles north of the Island and
less than 6 miles from the place released.
Doe #159 released February 7, 1951, approximately 5 miles west
of the Island was shot November 3, 1951, less than 1 mile east of the
Island, There is a possibility that this animal crossed the Island
to get to the place where she was killed. She was an old doe and we
probably released her in country with which she was familiar.
Buck #54 released February 6, 1948, less than 5 miles from the
Island was killed the next fall less than 3 miles from the place re
leased.
We have tagged and released 32 deer on the Island.
Some of
were fawns and others were mature animals. All were released on
Island because ice conditions in the river prevented crossing to
mainland with them. Some interesting records are available from
animals, as follows.

these
the
the
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Doe #106 tagged and released on the Island December 3, 1949, was
shot during open season in 1950 on the mainland approximately 2\ miles
north of her release site.
Buck #32 released December 26, 1947, was killed two years later on
the mainland less than one mile from where he was released on the Island.
Buck #4 tagged June 3, 1947, and released when less than one day
old was shot 2 years, four months and 21 days later on the mainland
some 4 miles from the place where he was born.
Three of the 32 deer released on the Island have died there
through accidents. All of these animals were found in the general
area where they were trapped.
Of the 52 animals released over 10 miles and under 20 miles we
have no evidence of any of them returning to us. With over 50 deer
of all ages released more than 20 miles and less than 50 miles the
same thing holds true. The rest of our releases have been over 50
miles from the Island.
From 20 tag returns, our records show that the majority of the
animals killed were less than 4 miles from the place where they were
released.
We have one record of an old doe moving about 18 miles from the
release site. However, I have a number of records of young deer
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killed less than g mile from their release site and W o records of
animals shot less than 500 yards from where they were dumped out
of the truck. These two were shot in the fall after their release.
Some of these animals that had moved from their release sites
were headed in the general direction of the Island and I canft say
they would not eventually have found their way back to Swan Island.

Cost of Trapping a Deer
As far as cost goes, I will try to give you a breakdown as best
I can, although no special project was set up to do this work. The
traps were constructed on stormy days out of our own lumber, thus
lowering costs. They were set near the road and were tended by va
rious personnel coming or going to work on other jobs. The only
actual labor involved, other than the construction of the traps,
was moving them to their location and removing, tagging, weighing
and hauling the deer to the mainland.
The first 20 deer taken in November and December, 1947, required
82 trap nights and 30 man days and cost us $10.77 per deer. During
January, 1948, 26 deer required 83 trap nights, 18g man days, and
cost $5.79 per deer. The average cost as near as we can figure it
has been $7.67 per animal. However, this figure does not include
the transportation of these animals on the mainland.
It is interesting to note that in 1924-1925 during California’s
attempt to stamp out foot and mouth disease, it cost about $20.00 per
deer to shoot them. (2)

SUMMARY:
From my studies, I do not think that live trapping deer and
transplanting them is the method to employ in controlling a deer herd
in a large area.
Here, we are trapping on 1400 acres with a known minimum popu
lation of 178 animals in October of 1950. We took 88 animals during
the winter of 1951 and moved them off the Island. There is nothing
to lead us to believe that any of them returned, yet one evening in
August, 1951, my wife and I counted 171 animals while driving along
3 miles of Island road.
I estimate w'e have in the vicinity of 125 - 130 deer on the Is
land at the present time. We have taken 33 deer so far this year and
will be able to get 30 or 40 more before they begin to drop their
fawns*
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To date we have removed 233 animals from the Island* which is
about one and one-half times the original population when we began
trapping.
Trapping and transplanting is the only management tool I know
of to supply a given area with a deer population* but we have very
few areas in Maine that need such a population.
Some of the coastal
islands offer a good chance to do some of this work and deer have
been planted there.
In conclusion* I would like to bring out these two points:
1. Deer trapping as a control method on a large area does not
appear to be a satisfactory method of herd reduction.
2. Deer trapping is a method of harvesting animals in areas
where shooting is not permitted through location or public opinion.
You can slow them up but you certainly can’t stop them.
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